The THIEVES’ MARK

The Story of a Girl Who
Went to Mexico in
Quest of Adventure—
ﬂndFotmdlt. .-

188 HILDEGARDE ESTES was at &

looss end. The last two years had

seen her torn from s web of frivelous
eccupations and had moved her like & pawn
into the fremt line of certain undertakings
intimately concerned with her ceuntry's wel
fare. The measure of her usefulness is un-
tmportant te this tale, but not so the magni
tude of the swakening which eame teo her
autematically with her release at the close
of bostfiities; she herself fermed ne idea of
its tmpert until she tried te-go back te her
ancient ways, oaly t» find thet the many
social engngements whish had emce givea
ber the {usion of s full ife new seemed &
flock of buzzing bees bent em &riving her te

Qistraction.

= If they weuld enly-sting?” she eried aloud
But po; they were noilsy yet innecueous, busy
yeot futfle, ever present yet {llusive, potant in
annoyancs, but powerless to plerce the hard
veneer of conventionality and stir those
sources of genuine emotion which, enee
tasted, turn all superficial sensations fat
upen the tongue of experience.

In wvain 414 Miss Estes lock abeut her for
such trouble as would keep In quick suspense
the depths newly discovered in her naturs.
Bhe had no inclination for the bizarre nor for
any of those restiess contertions of weak

which seek relief first in bobbed hatr
finally in soiling license. Toh.rclur
vision petty sins were still petty even when
seen through the exaggerating microscope of

self. In love, she would never be subject t»
the hallucination that no one else had ever
been there before; in wvulgar surrender, she
ecould never dece!ve herself with the Immemo-
rial comfort that her case was " different.”

She should pot be plctured, however, a8
shewing a forbidding or even a severs front
te the world, for she was wenderfully well
trained in all the nuances of social Inter
course which take the sharp eodges frem
sveryday comtacts. Bhe was ever ready with
the cordial amile, the look of quick sympathy,
of Interest, of meticulously measured under-
standing, which in combination form the
mask of culture, endowing their pessessor
with acquired charm and exacting from eth-
ars & uniform and equal consideration seidom
reaching the bedrock of friendship but mene
the less useful as the small change of eur
rent life.

Te these attractions, inculcated by train-
ing, she added certain gifts of Ged and man.
Bhe was good to beheld. A trifie abeve me-
dum height., square shouldered, deep bos-
smed, long limbed, swift yet graceful In
mov t, she pr ted & figure which net
ealy caught the eye but hald it A flesting
glimpee of her left one hungry and dissatis-
fied, but to the few who were privileged to
e her in repose there was ample recem-
penss. Her hair was dark, plentiful, and en
damp daye decidedly curly: her eyes wers of
a deep brown, and eccasionally when they
widened te some absorbing theught were seen
ts econtain innumerable flecks of gold In
lucent suspension. The brews abeve them
and the mobile Hps belew wars set *in the
wids arch and the full curves which demote
individuality backed by courage.

Dark women wheo aspire te beauty must be
axeeedingly pale er of high celoring. Milss
Estes wus of the latter chssification; ber
choeaks glowed with the dusky red of the
Beurbon rose, deep yot vivil Man, in the
person of a father 4 d, bad best d
upon her an ample but net spectacular in
come.

Buch was the girl who em her twenty.
feurth birthday penetrated te the fastnesses
which guarded the millien dellar & year man
who had but recently been her chief at four
bits per annum, demanded and obtained an
interview, and, as is the way of iovely woman
with a purpess, chatted awany cemfortably
until she was sure har surs had had time to
get In its deadly werk, -and then said, “ Ny
the way.” E
“ By the wsy, d¢ yeu remember asking me
{f there was anything in the-werid you ceuld
do for me™ .

“Yes; I do. And you sald, *Net one Httle
thing.' However, I wen't held that against
you. Sheot™
"Well,” said Miss Estes with her mest
pleading smile,  today is my birthday and I
want & passport te Mexico.”
= What for?™ saked the magnate.

*1 thought of using it to go te Mexice,”
replied Miss Estes demurely.

*To go to Mexico!” repeated the magnate
unamilingly. “ Why do you want to go there
of all places under the sun? Den’t you know
that the gountry is turned upside dewn, that
trains ard being blewn up daily, foreigners
kidnaped and sometimes murdered, and that
all the common relations of life are disterted
ia the giare of anarchy?™
4t each ftem of this graphic word picture
Mise Estes’ eyes deepened dreamily, while the
expression of her whols face brightened by
ieaps and bounda.

"O!™ she exclaimed. “I'm so giad te hear '

you talk that way. It sounds too goed to be
es. You see, that's why I'm geing. Some-
thitig’'might bappes.”

®"Just what do you mean by that?™ said
one of the busiest of men, laying aside the
sheaf of morning mail he had been holding
as & cumulative hint.

= You see, it's this way.” replied Miss Estes
promptly. “I'm bored. I'm terribly bored.
The disorder in Europe doesn't appeal to me
at all; it's so—so foreseen, so knowan. Like
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the rest of us, I'm tived of 1t. It's & perfectly
natural and physical repulsion arising from
having eaten toe much of that dish at & gulp.
S0 I'm bored, suffocated. If I stay hers I
shall die of inanitien, and I'd rather be mur-
dered. Wouldnt you?” &

* Leave me out, please,” said the magnate.
* Forget Mexico, Go start a girls’ pole team.
I'll lend you my ponlea™

=Here, baby,” murmured Miss Estes, " you
-n'tm.lﬁc.k_aflmmlu:tnhlﬂtﬂ
candy and be happy.”

= Exactly! ™ said her ex-chief, and picked wp
ence mere his letters.

Miss Estes leaned back in her chalr snd
covered & yawn with one hand.

= You know,” she said presently, * I've been
golng into this matter pretty thoroughly. I
find that the Rio Grande is & miserable little
stream during the dry season; in fact, that ita
velume is pothing i{n cemparisen with the
fleod of contraband that flows acroas it under
the sparse neses of our border officlals. Of
csturse, there’s about ene chance In ten ef
getting shet while Impersenating gentraband,
but I'm geolog to take it umless yeu get me
the passpert. It will be s beginning, per
hape.”

“My dear,” said the magnate, who was
twice as old as Miss Estes in years and thrice
ber age in experience, " I see you have-made
up your mind. I'll get you the passpert.”

Three weeks later Mies Estes, with a smart

. Black suitcase and a huge English wicker

basket trunk, arrived em an early spring
morning at the border town eof Laredo and
jottad dewn 4n her diary: *Flat, muddy
streets, ramshackle buildings, a thousand
Fords, two motor cars, and a smell of enions."

It was her first entry, and as she carried
no letters or documents besides her passport,
it was the only bit of writing she had to shew
the censor upen arrival at the bridgehead.
He happened to be a nattve son, and his eyes
narrowed malignantly as they read these
cabalistic signs.

*What's this? ™ he demanded. ™ A code?”

Miss Estes feit a sinking of tho heart. The
whole atmosphere ef the bridgehead wus one
of suspicion en the part of the anthorities and
of anxious faces, nervous bands, tedious wait-
ing, and in some instances of despair for the
hurried herde of travelers. Hers, just at the
start of her enterprise, she had made a fool
of hersslif. Why ocouldmn't she have walted
until she got across?

*That's a description of Kansas City,” she
lied hopefully, and tried to smile.

*1 been te EKansas City once.” remarked
the official, raised his nose, sniffed the air,
and declared with an ominous finality, “ This
here is p description of Laredo.”

= Well™ $taminered Miss Estes, still striv-
ing to look jovial, I didn‘t say saything
abeut Fort McIntosh, did IT"

No smile lightened the solemnity of the of-
ficial's gazse; he stared long and acousingty at
the girl and finally pocketed the dlary with
purposaful deliberation.

“Leave your address,” he said finally, * and
perhaps we'll forward it te you.”

“Couldn't you tear out the shest?™ asked
Miss Estes, blushing with shame becanse she
Zelt cowed. “ It's the only notebook I have.”

The official made no reply, stamped her
passport, handed it tp her, and turned to
the next applicant, & bronsed young man of
thirty, who alone of the throng of travelers
seomed smilingly at ease. He did not bother
even to look at the Inspector; his eyes fol-
lowed Miss Estes’ slightly wilted figure, his
“mmummd

jdentification the moment they were readp,
and his feet then led him promptly in pursuit.

He stared at Miss Estes as she stepped into
her waiting jitney and at the wagon in front
of it which bore her enormous hamper trunk,
looking clean, majestic, and incomgruous in
its solitary enthronement. It was net the
only thing that seemed out of its element in
the pordid and littered atmosphers of the
international bridge. There was something
about Miss Estes’ smartly tallored traveling
suit of blue serge, about her ravishingly be-
coming sport hat, and about her admirably
fitted high laced boets that brought a quizsi-
cal gleam te the young man's gray eyes. In
fluent Spanizsh he ordered his greaser chauf-
feur not to pass her conveyance and to follow
it te its destination on the Mexican side.

This incurred for him a much longer wait
at the farther end of the bridge than would
have been otharwise necessary, owing to Miss
Estea’ treuble with the customs, but he was
not in & hurry; his reservations were made
and his baggage had gone across early in the
merning in eharge of a disreputable indl-
vidual whe earried in his ready palm an open
sesame threugh all regulations and red tape.
Accempanied by a guard, Miss Estes’ trunk,
fgllewed by herseif, made its way through the
tortuous streets of the shet torm tewn tewnrd
the suburbs and a miserable edifies sunken in
a deep hollow as theugh ashamed of Itself
and of the dung heaps which surrounded ft.

*1s that the station? " she demanded of her
drh'-'..

He shook his head and grinned

" No station,” he replied. * Fumigation™

* Fumigation! ” cried Miss Estes, leoking In
horror at her flithy destination and then in
dazed dismay at her clean trunk, shining
suitcase, and Immaculate self.

The young man with the gray eyes heard
that cry; at & word his car ranged alengzide.

“Don't worry.” he called, "and don't get
out. Just sit pat.”

The wagen and the twe cars drew up at
the entrance to the fumigation shed; the
young man sprang out, shook hands with
various spitting and loafing officlals, slapped
one or two of them on the back, said a few
easy werds, reached Inte a pocket, shook
hands again, waved to Miss Eastes' driver,
reéntered his conveyance, and led the cor-
tége in triumph to the ramshackle station a
mile away.

“ Have you your ticket?™ he asked as the
girl alighted.

“N-no,” aka stammered, not from embas.
rassment at being addressed by a stranger,
but b she felt helpless and q
Iy indignant. Everything was so crowded,
dirty, and diserdered that the mere finding
of the dirty hevel where tickets were to be
had would have taken her more time than
was Jeft for embarkation on that day's train.

“BStand where you are,” sald the young
man. “Deon't move.”

He disappeared; in five minutes be was
back with a porter, who seized the big ham-
per trunk, swung it to his shoulders, ‘and
want jostling through the crowd. Miss Estes

_stared wildly at her smoothly energetic self-

appointed mentor, but he only smiled and
called:

“Wateh your sultcase every minute.”

A quarter of an hour later he returned
alens cool and oollected in the sweating, ox-
cited throng. He tock off bis hat as ke
banded her three slips of paper. * This™
he said, “is your ticket to the CIt§; this Is
the Pullman, a lower by the grace of God,
and this is your baggage sheck. The et
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including the porter, eost sixty-feur peses,
thirty-two dollars American.

Miss Estes opened a small lecked black
trunk about six inches square which she car-
ried on one wrist, extracted the sum, and
handed it te him. He took the money, picked
up her sultcase, escorted her to ber seat in
the Pullman, bowed, and disappeared. For
ten minutes the turmeil and cemmetion in-
creased In a steady cr do which d
te demand nothing less than a thunderclap
as a climax, but finally contented itself with
the weak clang of a bell and an Ineffectual
teot. They were off.

Miss Estes looked through the car sur-
reptitiously and then with undisguised anx-
fety. The ysoung man was nowhers to be
sean. What had besocome of him? In looking
after her camfort had he been left behind?
‘What would he think of her? Not a word
of thanks, not one! It sesmed to her now
astounding that for the first time Iim her
life she should have been slow in conven-
tional gratitude; she did mnot realize that
training is largely dependent upon enviren-
ment and that a young person even of the
best antecedents {s apt to succumb momen-
tarily to the unseating powers of a thousand
new sights, scenes, and customs jumbled
into a single, disconcerting whole.

- Feeling suddenly deserted and very lonaly,
she tried in valn to interest herself in the
featureless country through which they were
passing and finally dozed to awake about
noon in the hubbub of the station at Mom-
terey. The train stayed thers for almest
half an heur, during which she stared with
interest and loathing at the extraordinary
aasortment of food and drinks which was
being peddied from filthy receptacles by
flithier venders.

Bhe could not know that peppers, onlons,
and cheess rolled up in a tortilla, fried and
drenched in a greasy sauce, were the well
known delicacy called enchiladas; that anoth-
er fortilla bent into the shape of & canoe and
filled with pieces of fried entrall and known
s chalupas had made mouths water for gen-
erations; that chicharrones, pork hide cooked
like our cracklings, also enjoyed a wide
popularity, and tbat bits of meat and the
lesger organs of the pig chopped up and
fried in the greass of the aforementioned
chicharrones made an unfalling appeal under
the name of carnitas.

She was glad when the train finally pulled
out and had settled back to attempt another
nap when the porter touched her on the
shoulder to attract her attention and laid a
small parcel on the seat beside her. It was
addressed to her by name. Shé stared at it
curigusly for a long moment, as is the way
of & woman, then broke the string, tore off
the wrapping and disclosed a fresh noteboek,
on the first page of which was written in a
masculine hand, “Here's a new ons, but
please be more careful, Mark Ridenour.”

Her faos, lugubrious during many hours
of lonelipess, suddenly broke into an assort-
ment of smiles. She rang for the porter and
asked: \

“Where is Mr. Ridenour?™

“In the drawing Yoom, Miss,” replied the
old Negro with a broad grin at her reilef
upen finding that, true to the traditions of
sleeping car attendants the world over, he
spoke English.

For a moment she sat clasping Ler hands
nervously, then she remembered that she
was out for adventurs and by no means In-
clined to be satisfied with anything so pas-
sive as the traditionai still hunt ailotted to
“ alos " women—bateful werd, “nica™ BShe

cafures amd

aross, went to the door of the drawing room,
and knocked

" Come in,” cried a volce

She opened the door and disclosed Mr,
Ridenour in his shirt sleeves before a tabie,
Mattered cards, three pipes, and a package
of cigarets. She glanced about the ample
space of the amall room and thought of the
jammed knees throughout the rest of the car,

“ How selfish™ she murmured.

*"Do you play pinochle? asked Mr. Ride
mour, gathering up the cards,

“Yes," sald Misy Estes, closed the door,
and sat down facing him

He produced a second pack. sorted it out,
shufMed, cut for himself, and dealt. They
began to play, they kept on playing, they
played for two solid hours. At the end of
that time Miss Estes threw down her hand,
jumbled all the cards on the table, and met
Mr. Ridenour's mildly inquiring gaze with
the full and belligerent stare of her fine eyes.

“Do you never stoop to questions? she
inquired In the carefully modulated volce of
one asking for trouble. Ehe felt her breast
fluttering almost to betrayal with the thou-
sand queries gshe had been putting to herself
during the two hours of surface calm. What
had happsned to her personality? Had she
nene? Could nothing startiy the mind of
man? Was it true that only women are
curious. What did this man think of her?
Did wemen, nics women—darn the wordi—
babliually wander into his drawing rooms,
invited or uninvited?

Mr. Ridenour Jaid aside his hot pipe,
picked up & ceol one, and proceeded to fill it

*1 seldem ask questions aloud,” he said
finally. " A question is an lavitatien to &
lis, conscious er unconsclous. Few of us
have ths power to speak the truth, but we
all tell it sooner or latar.”

Most people require an hour or more te
catch the taste of red meat In any casual
phrase, but Miss Estes was an expeption.
She had been s¢ thoroughly trained in the
school of persifiage that a speech burdened
with a grain of genuine thought immediately
stood out to view by the aichemy of con-
trast. Her eyes narrowed and studied Mr.
Ridenour with an entirely new interest

“ You said something,” she murmured, and
added hastily, “ I don't mean that for slang,
you actually sald something’ ™

Mr. Ridenour ruffled the cards, his eyes
falien to impersonal consideration of theur
teleacoping backs.

“Has that happened to you so seldom?”™
be inquired, apparently in a mere effort to
be obliging and ask a question, any guestion.

" Very seldom,” replied Miss Estes, and
promptly dismissed the side issue by asking,
“Have you really no curiosity?"”

* Curiosity?™ repeated Mr. Ridenour.
*“That's a horse of another color—a plebaid’
I have loads of curiosity, and I generally
satisfy it. You are Miss Hiidegarde Estes,
spinster, twenty-four years old, born under
the egis but not quite under the pall of
Boston; you graduated from soclety into war
work; did well. Now you're bored and look
ing for excilement. As our British pals are
wont to say, you are now inclined to ' chance
your arm’ in Mexico.”

He raised his eyeh, but dropped them
quickly before the astonishment and dismay
displayed In the girl's face. =1 beg your
pardon.” he murmured. “ That was cheap
of me, and the worst of it is I can't tell you
how I got the information.”

Miss Estes stared at him fizedly, and as a
deep flush rose slowly to his cheeks her eyes
narrowed just as slowly to a look of concen-
mmammgmmcuml

“You have read my record,” she stated
finally, * as supplied to the State Department,
the Military Intslligence, and probably to va-
rious bureaus of the Department of Justice.
m;mmmmmt of sorts.”

Bhe measured the color that deepened in
hiy cheeks and continued pitilessiy:

* You are scarcely a professionai; probably
a volunteer recruit to the civilian auxiliary.
You. too, felt the slump; you, too, were bored,
and to save yourself from yourself, and per-
haps too much meney, you are alse ‘ chancing
your arm ' in Mexico.”

Ridencur sighed deeply, toesed the cards
aside, and met Miss Estes’ triymphant gase.
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Fiction

g

T By George Agnew Chamberlain

*You have a right to think me & noviea,*
be sald ~In my silly effort to show off I
was gulity of the commonest and the most
puerile of all the faults of secret agents. I
umhmmnm-nc
it behooves me to throw myself entirely on
your mercy. I have been down here befors,
many times. You will ind me widely known
as a mining engineer with highly legitimate
local interests. I tell you, however, in the
frankest and most abject confidence, that the
principal object of this special trip is 1o sa
cure an embeszier. Once I find him. it wil
take me about forty-sight hours to finish up.”

*You say you've been here before.,” asked
Miss Estes with curling lip, * and you expect
to get justice in twe days?™

*It's & certainty.” replied Ridenour ealmly.
*1 know a bunch here who are men in their
own way; they deliver the goods at a prios,
but unfailingly. 1 shall procure justios
through injustice. They'll chuck my pros
pect across the border where | say and whes
I say—at a price, of course. Now you know;
the strong arm of the Almighty Dellar.”

Miss Estes’ eyes gleamed. “Oh!™ ghe
gasped, "I believe you. I can't belp it. It's
the sort of thing I want to believe and that
I came to see. Won't you let me? "™

Ridenour laughed. “Why." he =il
= there's simply nothing to see. I spot my
man; I show him to the gang: I say,
‘Wednesday's train at Eagle Pass"; 1 get

the proper channel to send a code mesmage,
and it's all over as far as I'm concerned ™

* And is there no excitement? None? ™ de
manded Miss Estes despairingly.

“ Well," conceded Ridencur after delibers
tion, "I have to find my man, of course
You never can tell”

" Take me with you,” begged Miss Estes

Ridenour shook his head in denial

“Why not? ™ demanded the girl

* Because you never can tell™ he replied

“But that's why! ™ insisted Hildegarde,
her brown eyes Sliing with moisture in bher
eAgerTIEas.

He shook his head again. *“You're too
nice, too impeccable, too perfectly in good
taste in a highly imperfect world, too lovely,
too entirely conspicuous, and—and valuable *

“Paradise and prunes’'” remarked Miss
Estes In a volce suddeniy gone hard. * You'll
promise to take me with you, or whem we
land at the station 17 shout *“This is Mr.
Mark Ridenour, special agent, looking for an
embezzler.” Somebody will understand. some
reporter. Don't look at me llke that 1 mean
it. Biackmail? Well, what of t? Do you
think I came down here to fool around and
lose time? ™

He locked at her gravely for a long mo-
ment, but finally his Ups curved in s slow
smile. “ All right” he said. * 1 promise

He kept his word. During their first few
days and nights in the City he showed her
the panorama of its wvarying life in a de
scending scale which keyved her appetite for
adventure bigher and higher as they pene-
trated into lower and still lower purlieus
until reason and desire cried aloud withis
her that a climax was overdus.

At first she had been filled with fears that
Ridenour might trick her, show her touris:
sights, take ber back to the sotel, and then
slip out to the real thing in the unsafe strests
of the wes hours, but as she grew to know
him better she looked back with shame at
that time of doubt. From the first he seemed
ne less eager for her companionship thar she
for his, and she was at a loss whether to
ascribe his intesiet to a growing personal
regard or to & highly developed sanse of the
plquancy of playing bulidog te ber charms

Ehe had offered to change her attire to sult
his fancy, to give up powder puff and pars-
sol, look dowdy, and, If need be, smoks
cigarets and at least appear to play the part
that ho'el lobby gossip doubtiess ascribed te
her, but Ridenour had only smiled, shaken
his head, and said hurriedly:

“No, mo. I like you just as you are. please
Let them stare but not touch, blast their
eyes’ ™

He taught her two words in Spanizh te
say to any ff1, any slicked street worm who
might accost her while his bark was turned
and after having oocasion to use them severn!
times and note their telling effect she teased
him into a translation.

* Those id} te expr aren't easfly
put inte English,” said Ridenour, " but the
words mean, more or less, ‘senile and de
erepit old fool' Sald as you say them, they
mmmthm‘.upmmm\mm
Dot to combat but retreat on the part ef the
enemy.”

“1 should say they do.” murmured Mise
Estes. “ They work beautifully

She thought over Ridenour's half explans
tion and felt an increasing respect for this
man who hated to draw a compiste map, whe
believed in ieiting you find things out at
ieast In & measure for yourself. She had
wondered more than once at his not whirling
to meet with a blow in the good old provineial
American. style the forked whispers of some
of the immacylate loungers who enlarged the
slightest inattention of bher escort inte &
chance for conquest. This was why. Ha
had put a weapon into her owm hands, a
deadly weapon whose use need not lead t»
the solling aftermath of a streel row.

Thinking these thoughts as they sat at a
small table in the crowded foyer of Bylvain's,
her amaszement oan be Imagined at fealing
Ridencur’s foot pressing hers meanmfily us-
der cover of the board. She moved her foet;
his pursued it, preased it again with deliber-
ate intention. Up to tha! moment he had
never falled to embalm her in an atmosphere
of absclute safety from hmaeelf; up to that
moment she had trusted him blindly and had
joyed In the semi-intimacies of & cOmMpARien-
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